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D uring a private luncheon recently. House 
Minority Leader Richard A. Gephardt 
(D-Mo.) proposed an early warning system 
to head off an expected rash of Democratic 
retirements before the 1996 elections. 

Gephardt raised the issue with members of his 
kitchen cabinet: nearly a dozen former House 
members and loyalists who are being tapped for 
political advice, fund-raising and candidate 
recruitment. The list includes former representatives 
Dennis E. Eckart (D-Ohio), Romano L. Mazzoli 
(D-Ky.) and William D. Ford (D-Mich.). 

Along with Rep. Martin Frost (Tex.), chairman of 
the Dfemoaratic ^n^essictaal Campaign ^mmittee 
(DCCC), 'Gephardt is eohcethed about the morale of 
the old bulls in his own caucus. 

Most of th^ veterans — including some former 
comnuttee chairmen — ^are strangers to congressional 
life without the perks ahd power that come Awith being 
in the majority, and mi^t retire rather than suffer 
another term under Republican rule. While (Jephardt’s 
^es awaited his arrival at a local restaurant, they 
jested that there was much to recoihmend life outside 
the House, and that serving as a Democrat today is 
akin to spending time in a “POW camp.” 

Those certainly aren’t feelingsDephardt wants to 

see burned. Retirements could put the goal of gaining 
14 new seats and dethroning House Speaker Newt 
Gingrich (R-(ja.) out of reach. Republicans were 
greatly helped in the last election by 27 seats left open 
by Democratic retirements. 

Gephardt and Frost fret about being caught 
flat-footed by retirement announcements. By creating 
what amounts to a ^ line oh Democrats who might be 
thinking about quitting, Gephardt and Frost hope to 
convinre wavering members not to jump ship. The 
sales pitch: Give us a chance to win back the House. 

Both men have already descend!^ on the offices of 
Democrats who were considered posable retirees. 
They arrived to boost morale and to offer campaign 
contributions. 

“We don’t want anyone to retire, and we’re trying 
to talk to them early to encourage them to run,” 
Gephardt told us. “hi many, nmy cases this Im been 
a successful effort. We want to know about 
[retirements] early, if that’s the case, and find-a 
candidate in the district who can win it.” 

Despite inheriting a DCCC debt of $2.5 million, 
which means monthly interest and principal payments 


of $170,000, Frost exudes boundless optimism about 
his task. DCCC charts and graphs purport to show the 
weak links in the Republican l^dslide. Frost notes 
that 41 Republicans won by less than 10 percent. And 
the last two times Republicans won the House, in 
1946 and 1952, they held power only two years. 

“History is on our side,” Frost says. “This place is 
basically up for grabs. With any breaks we can tabe ff 
back.” 

Frost says some of those “breaks” are coming 
courtesy of Gingrich and his front-page gaffes. Noting 
some recently successful fund-raisers, he said: "Shall 
we say we’ve been mentioning Speaker Gingrich in 
our mail, and there’s been a very strong response to 
that.” Frost hinted that Gingrich might be 
inadvertently forestalling some retirements by his 
"raffical” and “outrageous” behavior, which is helping 
to “start the juices flowing” for some older Democrats. 

Members of the kitchen cabinet came away from 
lunch happy after hearing Gephardt discuss 
negotiations that could lead to a unified Democratic 
alternative on welfare reform. Gephardt told the 
group that all elements of the party were on board 
with the exception of the Hispanic Caucus, which is 
concerned about the plan’s impact on legal 
immigrants. 

“The [Democratic] caucus can start to rebuild itself 
if it can agree on something as controversial as this,” 
said one source attending the lunch. “It will show that 
[Gephardt] still has the leadership qualities it takes to 
put very complicated deals together with a diverse 
group.” 

Gephardt also devoted some time to specula ting 
about the linkage between Republican campaign 
donors and the “Contract With America.” “Gephardt is 
almost convinced that they are selling the floor,” said 
one source who attended the lunch. “He said, Tm not 
going to tell you they are selling the floor, but there’s 
an auction going on.’ ” 

In an interview, Gephardt did not shy away from the 
comment, but did couch his comments more carefully: 

‘Tf you look at what they’re doing in the contract, 
most of it revolves around helping big business — 
whether it’s tort reform, or getting rid of regulations 
that businesses don’t like, or tax cuts for the 
privileged few.” 



